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ABSTRACT 



Parents encourage their children to follow paths they 
themselves find vicariously satisfying, perpetuating a family cycle of 
deferred dreams. What parents must do to free their children from the cycle 
of hand-me-down dreams is first to free themselves. To do so, they have to 
examine how happy they are with their own career decisions. Understanding the 
linkage between example and influence is critical to breaking the cycle of 
hand-me-down dreams. It points parents toward self-awareness as the single 
most important factor in their children's freedom. This paper describes why 
parents have trouble seeing their influence clearly. The telltale signs of 
hand-me-down dreams run amok are listed. "Dual vision, 11 which links the past 
with the future, is defined and counselors are urged to encourage parents to 
develop this. (MKA) 
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Since writing Hand-Me-Down Dreams: How Families Influence Our Career Paths 

the opposite of what we know intuitively is true. „ e ;„utQ tn their own career 

, expected participants to be most SSiZ. from 

“ s ~ rr,o zt e z “rr;r to ^ ™ ; 

Ironically I was also frequently asked, in weary tones, by counselors who work . m school 
settines "How can I help parents to stop being overly involved with their childrens lives. 

Their children’s future happiness feels more urgent to many parents than happin ss 
their 0 ™ Pinents me eager to identify actions they can take for their children to ensure such 
, g t .Up j s (hat th e i r satisfaction with life and their children s satisfac ion i 

futtue^are ilxutbly l.nked Albert Schweitzer once said that example isn't the main thing m 
influencing others- it's the only thing. Parents who tolerate less than fulfilling careers, hoping 

Will do bettef, actually teach their children to do the same. They will 
encourage their children to follow paths they themselves find vicariously satisfying, which 

perpetuates a family cycle of Referred Idreams. ' L 

the cycle of hand-me-down dreams is first to tree tnemseives. iu uu , j 

hnw hannv thev are with their own career decisions. 

Understanding the linkage between example and influence is critical to breaking e c Y 

of hand-me-down dreams. It points parents toward self-awareness as the Singh: most unjwrt 

factor in their children’s freedom. It reveals that being "overly mvolvedjvith their children s 

lives can be a misguided substitute for working on the happiness of their own. , 

fives can bea mi g trouble seeing their influence clearly 111 list the 

, el, talers of run amok. And define the "dual vision" counselors 

can encourage parents to develop linking past with present. 

"Be Everything I Wasn't — and Everything I Am 

Most parents intuitively understand that their hopes and d'eams uffect »h 
experienced what a character in August Wilson's play Fences says of a fa * er “ d “ n yo 
daddv wanted you to be everything he wasn't... and at the same time he tried to y 
everything he >L." We spend years of adulthood discerning the difference between living up 
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te^aV^onTe' 0n the one hand ’ “ d livin g our lives as the distinct individuals 

childrens f 1 confused when they try to see their own influences on their 

children. Its like twisting your head to see your back in a mirror Glimpses are fleeting ^ 

^ V 00 C u° Se and t0 ° conflicted t0 see these emotionally charged relationships 
, „ y ‘ ^ eslre their child to develop in a particular way bumps against their belief that 

they "should” love a child unconditionally. Parents believe they shouldoh™d ^nh* 
children s interests, not mold or pressure children to fulfill their own wishes and dreams 
rontcaHy. their desire to live up to this ideal of selfless parenting impedes their abi% to adm t 
that no parent ever has, nor could they do so. If parents can not accept thai they are 

,n Tf T f 8 expectadon u s t0 children > the y will not be able to admit what they are, to see diem 
action, or to assess whether they are helping or hindering their children 

describ^Ts a a C bll d S talent f° r b6haVi0r aCC ° rdS With What ±ey wish for > P^ents are tempted to 
d pc b f as a ble f sin 8 of nature > not something they have cultivated and rewarded (e s 
Jessica, like all girls, is naturally neater than her brother Ed, who's a slob like all boys " " Jed 

was bom with the gift of gab; he loves to debate his lawyer father.") Even mobtm behaviors 
may be ^ewed as signs of unusual giftedness that call for "special" understanding and treatment 
j , 1 isn a §g re ssive, he s just livelier and more energetic than other kids " "Cindv 

doesn't have tantrums, she's strong willed, and verbal."). Surely 8 paren^uM be allowed m 
ce e rae their children's "natural" gifts! Celebration isn't influence Right*? 

On the other hand, when children's behavior disappoints them, parents tend to view it as a 
hazard (usually described as a "woiry") that calls for intervening "nurture" -ofZZIlTor 

r y f t*i ” Gordie is natura,,y «> -ed/ t f P ,: d Sa” 

she'll be seen as ^ p b ?° she " eeds t0 be P^hed to play with other children or 

she ll be seen as a geek. ) Parents have to guide and protect their children These aren't the kind 
of influences we're talking about. Right? k d 

Everything Is Influence 

Wrong. Everything is influence. Positive or negative, liberating or constricting Sure 
na ure provides raw material. And sure, parents' emotions don't determine children's genetic 

s ' ^p~ wo 2 aren,S ' '““'T' reac ‘ i0ns t0 natUre ' S provisions sha P“ ^a, chiUren learn 
s possible worthy, worrisome, despicable, dangerous, or lovable in themselves It seems so 

obvious it hardly bears repeating. But it's only "obvious" in everyone else's family! not y0 “ 

daughter's craeT "I don^Je" TTh^d ^ T ^ he ' S SUr6 that he WOn,t influence his 
oaugnters career. I dont care what she does, as long as she goes to a better college than I did » 

Thatmeant she'd "better get good grades" and not "waste time on arts and frivolous stuff" How 

can thus father beheve his attitudes won't "influence" his daughter? How can het encoumued to 

see the expectations he is communicating to her? The most direct route to the source of a Jfrent's 

expectattons is to ask wta influence his or her oyenporenis hod on career deffZZ ^ 

"Wbv ,u? en asked - thlS fa,her ,nsisted that his parents had no impact whatsoever on his career 
lateS’efKd'Thev' left™ T s , aid ,^ ' ndi gnantly. "My parents worked all the time. I was a 

sure^smdied I wa ehed TV aTihT T 1 neVer had anybody t0 watch out for or make 
te best colleges* g °‘ me<U0Cre gradeS ' That ' s why 1 could “'* i-to 
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Obviously, this man's childhood loneliness and anger at his parents f “ “ 8 |“ ting “™ 
affected him in important ways that now influence his expectations for his daughter (by the way, 
she is two years old') He's already worried about her "squandering opportunities. When e 

a problem in her fiiture that it is his responsibihtyto"^ bym^ 
sure that she studies the "right" things and earns grades good enough to get into ™ 
colleges. From his point of view, however, not only did his parents not influence his career, 

neither is he influencing his daughter! 



Telltale Signs of Hand-Me-Down Dreams Run Amok 

How can you tell if hand-me-down dreams are the secret source of a parent's worry, 
preoccupation, or "over involvement" with their child's life? Here are telltale signs. 

. Parents project a problem or emotion they’re experiencing onto the child, and l become 
preoccupied with "fixing" it. They may request or expect teachers or counselors to help 
them "fix" the "recalcitrant," "defiant," or "lax" child. To "protect" the child from future 
"mistakes" or suffering the parents regret in their own lives they wmd oP Pr°<““8 
child from the freedom and joy of being a child -i.e., playing, exploring, finding out 
from experience what they love to learn and do. 

. Parents become overinvolved in school or afterschool activities, as reflected in: amount 
of time invested in the activities; willingness to spare no expense and/or to make material 
rewards and often, sadly, love and warmth, contingent upon 

performance; intense focus on outcome (grades or winning) instead of the child s 
enjoyment or learning. The parent may care more about the activity than the child, and 
may criticize teachers or coaches who aren’t as "serious" about grades or winning. The 
parents may defend their behavior as "valuing discipline," "preparing the child for the 
Lure," "teaching them to compete and succeed in life," etc. The child s enjoyment an 

spontaneity diminish. 

. Parents show ’’blind spots” in self-awareness through glaring contradictions between 
what they say they want and what they actually ask for from their children. The 
contradictions are obvious to others, but denied as contradictions by the parents. Reason 
and insight are overruled by emotional needs, (e.g., "Dana can do whatever s e w , 
just want her to see why she's making a bad choice." "Of course learning is the most 
important thing, but I know Katy can make straight A's I always did. ) 

Dual Vision 

To help parents see inside such blind spots, they need dual vision. Fi «. *ey -teed to 

look backward to see how their educational and career goals were .heir choices 

parents' expectations. They need to clarify how these efforts contributed 
disappointments, achievements, and definitions of success or failure. Next they 
how these legacies currently influence their hopes, expectations, worries, and fears for their o 

children. 



